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Honesty in Selling Not the Best Policy? 


OVER AND OVER, in their skirmishes to recruit top college talent, sales managers 
and personnel people looking for prospective salesmen complain that they get the 
little end of the stick. Nobody seems to cotton to the idea of selling these days; is 
it that other careers are more glamorous, or is there something wrong with selling 
itself? Some implicit answers to these complaints and questions are provided by 
the findings of a survey conducted by John S. Ewing, associate professor in the 
Stanford University Graduate School of Business, reported in Sales Management. 

Professor Ewing questioned two groups at Stanford, 80 graduate students in 
business administration, and 80 undergraduates, all taking marketing courses. They 
were given descriptions of two hypothetical products—a specialized, very expensive 
papermaking machine with a limited market, and a household brush sold door-to- 
door. Then they were asked to rate a list of 25 qualifications the salesman of each 
product should have—ranging from “movie hero” good looks through optimism, 
poise, and honesty to “a cultured manner of speech.” Some selections on the 
participants’ check lists were predictable: Optimism ranked high, and so did 
imagination, resourcefulness, and self-reliance. Training as an engineer was con- 
sidered important for the salesman handling the papermaking machine; “imperv- 
iousness to insult” and an eight-hour-day doggedness were gencrally thought to be 
attributes the brush salesman should have. 

Surprisingly, though—and significantly—three qualities having to do with 
honesty got short shrift from the students. When it came to “honesty in money 
matters” only 33.3 per cent of the graduate students ranked it as especially im- 
portant for the brush salesman, and less than half thought it was important at all. 
Only 86 per cent listed it as important in either degree for the paper machinery 
salesman. On the lower level of “possibly desirable—not essential,” honesty in 
money matters got even worse grades—only 23 percent of undergraduates and 17.9 
per cent of the graduates checked it for the brush salesman, 14 and 18 per cent 
respectively for the other salesman. “Truthfulness” did a little better, but “exact- 
ness in making statements,” like honesty in money matters, was apparently re- 
garded as a luxury the salesmen could do without by as many as a third of the 
students. 








